
SHORT COMMUNICATIONS 

TAXONOMIC STATUS OF THE VICTORIAN FOSSIL WHALE, ZIPHIUS 

(DOL1CHODON) GEELONCENS1S McCOY 1882 

Frederick McCoy (1882) based Ziphius (Doliehodon) 

geelongensis on a supposed mandibular tooth of a beaked 

whale (Family Ziphiidae, Suborder Odontoceti). The holotype 

and only described specimen is now curated as NMV P7464, 

National Museum of Victoria, Melbourne. It was collected by 

either Mr Legge, Mr Price, or Mr Nelson, from ‘Waurn Ponds 

Quarries”, near Geelong, Victoria, Australia (grid reference 

about BT6I1682 (1:100 000 map, Series R 652, Sheet 7721, 

Geelong) or about 38°16'S, 144°16'E). The holotype almost 

certainly came from the Waurn Ponds Member of the Jan Juc 

Formation (Torquay Group), which Abele et al. (1976, fig. 13) 

indicated is of Late Oligocene to earliest Miocene age. The 

description of the specimen given by McCoy (1882) obviates 

the need for discussion of all but a few morphological details, 

below. Collection details of the holotype were outlined by 

Mahoney and Ride (1975). 

DISCUSSION 

McCoy believed the holotype of Z. geelongensis to be a man¬ 

dibular tooth similar to those of the extant strap-toothed 

whale, Mesoplodon layardi (Gray 1865) (Ziphiidae) as shown, 

for example, by Gray (1865, fig. b) and McCann (1962, fig. 

5a).Presumably, for this reason. Chapman (1917, p. 32) 

employed the combination Mesoplodon geelongensis. Unlike 

these authors, however, I believe the holotype to be a fragment 

of bone, probably rib. Haversian canals are seen in a thin sec¬ 

tion of a fragment of the specimen, and there is no trace of 

enamel or dentine prisms. While most of the element is dense 

and compact, macroscopic vacuities like those of cancellous 

bone are present near the axis at both ends of the element. 

These are not evident in McCoy’s figures (1882, pi. 69). 

Although teeth of adult ziphiids often lack an enamel 

croum and do not retain an open pulp cavity at the apical end 

of the tooth when the more basal part of the cavity is occluded 

(e.g. Flower 1872, Christensen 1973, fig. 2), McCoy (1882, p. 

25) assumed the “crown" (enamel?) to have “surmounted the 

large pulp cavity on the outer face of the distal end”. McCoy 

stated that the surface consists of a very thin layer of cement, 

but none is identifiable, and the surface layer appears to be 

weathered bone. Finally, there is no evidence, in section, of 

occlusion of the axial “pulp cavity” by layers of cementum 

which, in other odontocetcs, form axially concentric rings. 

It is impossible to ascertain to which taxon the undiagnostic 

holotype should be referred, although its large size, 

anteroposterior flattening, and the occurrence of other ceta¬ 

cean bones in the Waurn Ponds Limestone Member indicate 

that it is probably a cetacean. Thus, I suggest that the name 

Ziphius (Doliehodon) geelongensis McCoy 1882 is a nomen 

dubium and that it should be allowed to lapse. This suggestion 

is unlikely to affect even the more obscure aspects of cetacean 

systematics for the species has received little mention in 

literature. It has been mentioned only occasionally in local 

literature (e.g. Tate 1888, p. 247, Hall & Pritchard 1894, p. 

185, Dennant & Kitson 1903, Gregory 1914, Mulder 1914, 

Richards 1922, Mahoney & Ride 1975, p. 163), and this sup¬ 

posed record of Ziphius and Mesoplodon was not included in 

standard lists of fossil and recent cetacean taxa (e.g. Kellogg 

1928, Simpson 1945, Romer 1966). 
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